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      Magic stirred to the drumbeat of footsteps as the coven circled in our sacred Grove. Dew sparkled on the grass, earth and water mingling underfoot. Oak, ash and sycamore bound our ritual from above and below, cradling the dance of the witches as we raised power to open a new moon.

      My daughter Morgan was across the circle from me, between her two aunts, head held high and power flowing. Her applewood wand left blue traces in our circle of mostly golden light. Fifteen now, she was constantly surprising me. My sisters seemed to have noticed how swiftly she was growing up too. They’d both taken to challenging her and cheering her on even more. With Morgan’s maturity level, sometimes it felt like we were a household of four moms. 

      And sometimes it felt very much the opposite.

      Beyond the circle, it was easy to spot Aiden Campbell, my love and the newest member of our coven, with a cluster of other non-magical sorts, laughing with elder Charlie Barker as they hovered near the tables of food. A new moon breakfast this month, since it was just after dawn. Some of the littles were still in footie pajamas, carted here in their strollers by haggard looking parents.

      But even with awkward timing, we were all here. Ready to play and dance and make magic at our Grove in the center of the wildwood.

      Meryl Stephens tugged on my left arm, telling me I’d started to fall behind. 

      This was her last new moon as an unmarried witch. She and Mason would tie the knot in a couple weeks on Beltane, which was also a full moon. Her sweetie couldn’t stop watching her from across the circle, and who could blame him? 

      Neither of them had shown a hint of nerves over the impending wedding date. I had nerves! But then, my bestie getting married meant more speeches in the near future than I preferred. Or maybe it was my worrier nature. I saw her feeling great about the whole thing and started down the terrorizing mental pathway of all that could potentially go wrong and cast that happiness into doubt.

      Aiden winked at me as I whirled on the opposite side of the circle. Grinning back at him, I tried to release the thoughts weighing me into my body. In the space I opened up, energy moved through me – a frenzy of power until I was almost flying. I could feel the potential rich in the air.

      I imagined rising, climbing the cone of power to its pinnacle in the treetops, throwing my arms out and howling at the dark moon.

      Almost as soon as I reached this level of euphoria, the circle swayed and broke apart, witches moving to their own work, or straight to the feast that awaited us when we were done. 

      Mason scooped Meryl into his arms and swung her around. “Hello, wife.”

      “Not yet, big guy.” She put a hand on his chest, but it was to claim him, not to push him away. “Looking for that ring.”

      “Oh, it’s yours.” He laid one on her.

      I left them to it, departing to find my own man.

      Which was pretty easy since he stood a head taller than most of the coven. I waved from across the way and he held up two plates, pointing to something on the table I couldn’t see. I shrugged, knowing full well he was going to put whatever it was on those plates. He knew my tastes well. The man paid attention to all the little things that made me happy.

      Morgan appeared at my side, threading her arm through mine. “Wow. That was awesome. What are you working on next? Meryl’s blessing?”

      I spun around. “Eek! Are they starting that already?” As her person of honor – a modern trend, not a coven tradition – I should be there for all the moments that were adding up to the wedding of her dreams.

      “Go kiss your boyfriend and I’ll save you a spot.” She dove off through the crowd, and I took her at her word. 

      Morgan was mostly accepting of the boyfriend thing. At least, that’s the face she put on for me.

      A hand reached between two witches and grabbed mine. I knew the tingle of that palm against mine instantly. And then I was in his arms, or one of his arms, cradled against his side in a hug while he juggled two plates with pastries and scrambled eggs. “Oh, you’re going to have to eat mine – we’re still working. It’s time for Meryl’s blessing.”

      “Another one? She’s super blessed already.”

      I smiled up at him. “Pretty sure she agrees with you, but it’s a tradition.”

      “Between the coven traditions and the modern pop culture traditions, this is a busy wedding season.”

      “Indeed, love. Don’t worry, when it’s our turn, I want to keep it simple.”

      “I mean, you say that now…” He dropped another kiss on my cheek. “Okay, witch. Get to it. I’ll get you another plate when you’re ready.”

      But despite his brave words, he didn’t release me until he’d kissed me good and improper.

      “Ahem,” a throat cleared nearby. 

      “Morning, Corabel,” Aiden said. “Are we still on for checking out that porch railing this afternoon?” Computer programmer by day, old lady house-fixer-upper every other time.

      “Julia has me too stocked with Fabled Boyle pastries,” our high priestess said. She carried two sparkling pearl-studded tiaras. “So, you’ll have to help with that, too.”

      “I’m your guy.” Aiden winked at me. 

      Corabel could hear the good humor in his voice, but she was blind, so she still didn’t get just how much eye candy had landed on my doorstep.

      Aiden was one of those guys that eyes follow through a room. It wasn’t just the women or how sexy he was. People seemed to look up to him. And he took it all in stride. In fact, I could tell Nathaniel wanted a word with him too, from the way he was hovering nearby.

      I spotted Meryl’s mom, Nora, waving at me from the circle. “Corabel, Nora’s going to have a fit if we don’t get over there for Meryl’s blessing.” I looped my arm through hers, careful of the tiaras, and she patted my hand, happy for the assistance through our crowd of cheerful, mingling witches.

      Most rituals with the coven were not gender specific. Gender didn’t typically decide the extent of one’s power or what a person was interested in raising or investing in. But in the Way, matrimony was a highly gendered moment, and the circle we entered now was all female, young and old and in between.

      My sister Aurora knelt next to Meryl, helping to arrange her in the center of the working where a thick, woven mat had been placed and surrounded with fresh cut flowers in a dozen brilliant shades. That’s where I guided Corabel now, past Nora and Mason’s mom Bethany, who had their heads close, no doubt hashing out some detail for the big day or those leading up to it.

      Only the unmarried women and the high priestess entered the circle. Aurora gave Meryl another hug as I approached. She turned away, but not before I saw her wipe away tears. She gathered her share of the fresh cut blooms as she left the interior of the circle.

      Meryl gave me a sad smile. “She’s wishing she could be there. Beltane landing on a full moon is a great omen for us…but sucks for Aurora.”

      “Yeah.” It did, and there was no helping it. Aurora couldn’t be with the coven on the full moon. She’d be at Wilde Rose, running with the wolves. “She’s here now. Bringing the magic for you.”

      I smiled to try and lighten her load. Meryl hadn’t presented like a people pleaser prior to wedding planning, but everyone’s investment in her big day had started to bring those tendencies out. It was a big coven. You couldn’t please everyone every day.

      I picked up a tulip and bopped her on the nose with it. “On the mat with you. Prepare to be fully blessed.”

      “Haha.” She turned her head sideways and whispered, “This is a weird ritual. They know I’ve already been ‘fully blessed’, right?”

      “Holdover from the old Way, babe. You just deal with it.”

      While Meryl lay on the mat, each unmarried woman came to share a quick word, adding their energy to the interior of the circle, gathering flowers into their arms, and joining the matrons at the circle’s edge. The line trickled to its end with Lucinda Barker, the witch who owned Barker Books, the store next to Meryl’s Candlewick Charm Shop. Lucinda said something that made Meryl cackle loud enough both mamas lifted their heads from their all-important conversation and realized the hour was upon us.

      This next part was fun. Corabel handed one tiara each to Nora Stephens and Bethany Barker, and they each took out their wands with somewhat maniacal smiles. I gave a quick glance around, wondering who’d been present on their blessing days, and noticed my good friend Millie Sheffield looking a bit peaked on the other side of the circle. I winked at her. It was all in good fun.

      The moms of the bride and groom were the only ones with wands out. Grinning at each other, they began to chant.

      Two hearts, one journey.

      Blooms, balm, and coin aplenty.

      Two hearts, one journey.

      Ready witches, it’s Brigit’s tourney.

      Everyone tossed the flowers they’d gathered into the air at once. 

      Nora cackled and flicked her wrist, tossing a burst of blooms across the circle to land near Millie.

      Bethany’s wand twitched wildly, snatching individual flowers from midair and flinging them into folks. She was wickedly accurate.

      Both wands danced and shouts of glee and laughter rang around the circle.

      The two elder witches only had so many seconds before the remaining flowers settled to the ground. They returned to their places in the circle, so we all stood equidistant from Meryl, whose eyes were closed.

      I couldn’t make heads or tails of the pattern the flowers had formed as they hit the ground. Isabel Evans and my Aunt Julia consulted with Corabel for a moment.

      “We are a tight family, my dears,” Corabel said when she stepped forward. “What I feel here today is love, freely given, accepted with an open heart, and ringing for all the world to benefit from, whether they know it or not. You honor me, friends. You honor your ancestors. You honor the children we are raising and those we will yet bring forth.”

      It was a somber turn, and I found myself close to tears. 

      She paused, gaze drifting upward. Whatever she saw, it was not of this mundane world.

      “The omens are good. Our Meryl will have all she needs…and what she desires most. So mote it be.”

      “So mote it be,” we repeated in unison, pouring power into the words.

      I bounced on the balls of my feet, ready for the next part.

      “Brigit’s beauties, have at it!”

      We surged from the sidelines, snatching up tulips, daffodils and irises alongside the wild purple phlox, seaside daisies, and cream cup poppies. We dodged and weaved and in general caused chaos, rushing to toss all the blooms atop a rapidly disappearing Meryl. 

      The one disappearing. Her single life culminating, ripening…blossoming into something fresh and new.

      And now I was crying.
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        * * *

      

      I dug into the freshly uncovered earth, taking a satisfying inhale of the elements as I mixed compost into a garden bed I’d just spent a good chunk of the afternoon clearing. It wasn’t particularly warm out but sweat ran down my spine thanks to all the exertion. My shoulders were going to be sore from digging. I might have to get that man over there to run me a bath later.

      I let my mind play over the possibilities and found that I liked them quite a lot.

      Aiden would need a bath, too. The tub was large enough for two, as long as we didn’t mind being close – pretty much right on top of each other, in fact.

      Good choices. I must have made some to have landed here.

      “Hey, you.” Aiden wrapped his arms around my waist. “Jeez, you are so much faster at this than I am. I feel like a slacker.”

      I turned in his arms and put mine around his neck. “I’ll slack with you. What do you think? Ready for a break?”

      “Yeah, soon. I need your advice real quick.” He moved near the bird bath, by the fence he shared with Millie. The raven who haunted his yard, the one he’d dubbed Pajarita months ago, launched into the nearest apple tree with an undignified squawk. A bird from the tower on the Ravencrest roof swooped down to join it, bobbing its head as they exchanged news.

      Aiden pointed to a pink teacup rose that was looking rather rumpled. “That branch that fell last month kind of crushed this guy. What do you think? Salvageable, or is he doomed?” 

      “Man, it’s so pretty – too bad.”

      “I was thinking if we supported him somehow. A trellis maybe?”

      “You have thrice referred to this plant as a he. I feel like he’s been adopted.”

      “Yeah, well. I don’t want to see anyone die around here.” He threw his arms out to encompass his garden space, and a trickle of power thrummed outward.

      Pajarita gave a little hoot from the apple tree. She’d felt that too. If he was a witch, I’d swear the bird was his familiar.

      He was getting better at magic. He’d grown enough he was influencing things without meaning to now.

      He would adjust. We were paying close attention. Joining a coven in midlife was no easy feat. 

      But everybody loved Aiden. Even Corabel, who’d had major reservations when he moved into the neighborhood – and when I had to choose between him and pursuing possibly being her successor and the coven’s next high priestess. Corabel had to plan for all of us, and the uncertainty caused by Aiden’s arrival had thrown a new loop into her long game. But since the big reveal almost six months ago, he’d been accepted here. 

      Just this morning, while I’d been absorbed with Meryl’s blessing, he’d been invited to two events, and only one of them planned to capitalize on his free labor. The other was just social. Nathaniel apparently wanted to take up playing pool now that Lupe’s venue on the riverfront had taken over the old bar next door and turned it into a pool hall. At least it wasn’t bowling. I wasn’t sure I could date a guy who went bowling every week. 

      Although if it was Aiden, I’d suffer almost any sport. That was my truth.

      Sports aside, all signs pointed to this fella being more of a social butterfly than I was, but so far we’d found a decent balance. I had a full life between parenting Morgan and my work at the hospital, so Aiden had plenty of time on his own. 

      “So, a trellis?” he asked again. “I can probably build one.”

      “Are you kidding? Somebody’s going to have one or two lying around. Let’s just ask a few folks first.”

      “Ask for what?” a new voice joined our conversation.

      I glanced across the fence. “Hi, Millie. We’re talking trellises.” I pointed at the teacup rose. “Little dude got crushed.”

      She whistled, looking down at it. Then she snapped her fingers. “I have just the thing.”

      “See, no need to build anything new.” I patted Aiden’s abdomen, leaning against his side for a couple of restful heartbeats. 

      Pajarita squawked and dive bombed right by my face, landing beside the bird bath where she strutted and made a ruckus. The bird began pecking something on the ground. Whatever she’d found, it managed to distract her from her man, so it was probably gross. “Ugh.” I moved closer and the bird flapped its wings in my face as it took off.

      Luckily, I couldn’t see anything gross. Bending, I started to clear the weeds that had taken over around little dude, so we could see where to best place the trellis. Millie returned with a wire support that wasn’t quite a trellis but was appropriately sized for what we needed. The base was a little larger than I’d considered, so I kept clearing as Millie and Aiden chatted about plant care. Might as well get this stretch to the bird bath cleared while I was at it. I was about to interject that she didn’t need to start extra seeds for him – we were all growing so much – but then I noticed something at the newly cleared base of the bird bath. I brushed more dirt away. 

      A symbol.

      The stone under the structure wasn’t modern – it looked really old. Like, original to the coven building these houses sort of old. A mark something like a funky ‘H’, with the midline at a slant, was carved into its surface.

      “What’s that?” Millie said, peering down at it.

      “I don’t know. Do you recognize it?”

      I was suddenly shaded by Aiden, who murmured something. When I looked up at him, he just shook his head. 

      Millie leaned over the fence to see better. “I don’t think so.”

      “It’s definitely purposeful, though.” I scraped a bit more dirt away. I didn’t find any other markings. Alarm bells were ringing in my head. 

      The symbol reminded me of something I’d only seen in a vision. But it existed – in that vision I’d been inside the serpent’s head, the serpent we had since captured and kept at Ravencrest over the winter. We’d named him Pete.

      When Pete was loose, he stayed in a daylight grotto somewhere in the wildwood. In the vision, I’d seen two pillars near what might have been the entrance to the grotto, one standing and one lying on its side. Both had similar marks to this one.

      Aurora, who had used magic I didn’t understand to tag along on my vision, had said they were runes. Nordic magic. Which didn’t make a lot of sense with the coven’s Irish Celtic roots.

      It would be cool if we’d been able to snap a picture, but even my spelltastic sister didn’t have that power. Maybe Aurora had drawn them while it was still fresh in her mind. I went straight to bed after.

      We set up the support for the teacup rose and I snapped a quick picture of the symbol to share with Aurora later. At the moment, I was imagining that bath in the clawfoot tub upstairs, with this big hunk o’ love wrapped all around me, soapy and slippery and…

      A shadow fell over me as I organized my garden tools to put them away. I recognized those bouncy curls.

      “Hey, Meryl! What’s up?”

      “I tried to find you at home. Morgan said to try here.” She had her arms crossed, fingers tightly clenched on her upper arms. And her eyes…

      “Oh, babe. Have you been crying?”

      “Um…yes?”

      Aiden was knocking dirt off his shoes by the porch. Pajarita was clinging to the screen door with her talons again, bobbing her head at him and begging for attention. 

      I could tell Meryl didn’t want Aiden to see her tears.

      “Hey love? I’m heading home for a few. Meet you back here in a half hour or so?”

      “I’m making a snack. Meryl, are you going to stay?”

      “Not today, but thanks,” she called, trying for a steady tone.

      “Shit. What’s going on?” I hustled at her side through Ravencrest’s back gate and into the kitchen. I could tell she was about to dissolve and needed cover.

      “Esme…is covering…the store,” she managed between mini sobs. My sister had been working for Meryl at Candlewick Charm Shop whenever she needed help between wedding and honeymoon planning. At least she hadn’t had to close Candlewick to come over, and she didn’t have to get back right this minute.

      We were alone in the kitchen. I wanted to grab a blanket and wrap her up, slip her a cup of something warm to wrap her hands around, but she clung to my arm as she sat, tears spilling over.

      “Oh, gods, Jill. I’m pregnant.”
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      “Holy say what?” I yanked Meryl into a tight hug. “Oh, wow! A baby? Congratulations, love!”

      “Congratu—” She pulled back and narrowed her eyes at me. “What the hell do you mean, congratulations? This is a disaster.” 

      Now was not the time and I knew it, but that didn’t stop me chuckling at the horrified look on her face. It was a physiological reaction to my excitement. Oh, wow wow wow.

      “What did Mason say?”

      “Huh? I haven’t told him. I just found out. Like, peed on a stick and came straight here.”

      “Pausing to wash hands, right?” I gave her the requisite side eye.

      “Why are you joking right now? What is wrong with you?”

      I sobered. “Sorry.” I rested a hand on her knee. “What made you pee on the stick?”

      She blinked, tears welling up again. “Ah…a couple things at the blessing. Mina asked me point blank if I was pregnant, and she has three kids, not to mention the whole intuition thing. And then there’s what Corabel said. That I would have what I most desired…”

      Her gaze went far off.

      I let her travel wherever her thoughts were taking her in silence. My girl… I couldn’t stop with the wows. She was preggers?

      This was big. Epic.

      “I’m forty-three. I can’t have a baby,” she whispered.

      I didn’t have to state the obvious here. We both knew she could, in fact, have a baby.

      A little Mason baby. Eek!

      “Dang it, Jill! Quit with that look!”

      “But your baby is going to be so darling. I can’t wait. Meryl! A baby!”

      “You know who I want to murder?” she said in an alarming change of topic. “My mother. And his mother. You know they cast for this.”

      “They sure did! You can count on it.” I patted her knee and stood, my own knees creaking. Argh. We were significantly older than when I’d carried Morgan. I had to feel for her on that score. I would just keep that little tidbit about creaky knees to myself.

      “How about some nice settling chamomile-mint tea?”

      “Don’t try to settle me. I’m pissed! This is not what I had planned.”

      “Oh…the hot air balloon honeymoon.” What were her chances of enjoying a morning sickness free pregnancy? Who knew, but the constant lifting and rocking of multiple hot air balloon rides over the week-long vacation they had planned made me mildly ill just thinking about it.

      “Damn it, I hadn’t even thought of that!” she fumed. Then she burst into tears.

      I went over to her and stooped to pull her into my arms again. 

      Morgan hovered at the door to the kitchen, looking worried. She was carrying her backpack from school, apparently headed to the table to study. I gave her a thumbs-up and made a kissy face so she’d know it wasn’t actually the end of the world in here.

      She disappeared and I heard her on the stairs a second later.

      “How far along do you think you are?” I murmured into Meryl’s hair.

      She snuffled.

      I stood to grab the tissue box for her. 

      “Probably around two months? I didn’t cycle last month – thought it was stress or,” she gasp-cried, “perimenopause… No such luck.”

      I was going to give her today to wallow in the weirdness of a life literally growing inside her right now. Today she could wallow. I was here for it. This was new and she could have whatever reaction she wanted.

      Tomorrow, Meryl would be ready to be a mom. She’d always wanted to be a mom. She’d decided to talk herself out of it after forty.

      And then came Mason. 

      I put the tea kettle on, mostly so I could smile to myself and begin to celebrate for her, for them, without drawing any of that fury down on me.

      Let her have her fury.

      We were having a baby!
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        * * *

      

      “Is Meryl okay?” Morgan asked when she came downstairs again. The aroma of minty tea still hung in the air.

      “She’ll be just fine, my kiddo. Come here.” I wrapped her in a big hug. “I love you like nothing else, you know that?”

      “Uh, yeah Mom.” She tightened her grip on me. “You tell me you love me all the time.”

      “Well, I do. You’re the best thing in my life.”

      “Ha! Say that in five minutes when you’re staring adoringly at Aiden.” She rolled her eyes and went to the fridge for a good rummage. 

      “He’s wonderful. But you’re wonderfuller.” 

      “That’s not a word,” she muttered distractedly. “Do we have apples?”

      “A few in the pantry drawer.”

      “I’m making an apple cake.”

      “Sounds delish. What’s the occasion?”

      “Friday night?” She snorted.

      “Cool. Any other plans?”

      “Nah. Maybe an old movie? My eyes need a break after school all week.”

      She’d be back to reading first thing tomorrow.

      She rolled three large apples from her t-shirt onto the counter, grabbed a fresh towel and started scrubbing the outsides, looking them over. She reminded me of Aunt Julia in that moment. So quick and efficient in the kitchen these days. She was growing into a better cook than me, which I knew was a joke between them and I was absolutely fine with it. She slid a cutting board from the butcher block island and grabbed a peeler from the drawer.

      “Are you and Aiden doing anything?” She glanced over her shoulder.

      “Mm. Yeah, I was thinking about heading back over there. We cleared a bunch of weeds in his yard today. Now I want a bath in his big tub.”

      “Yuck, Mom. I don’t need details.” Another eye roll. She started peeling, spinning the apple as she went.

      “Ooh, are we getting details?” Aurora swept into the room. “Hot and sweaty details? I saw the two of you out there.”

      Morgan slapped the peeler down on the cutting board. “Ew, ew, ew.” With a glare at her aunt and her fingers in her ears, Morgan left the room for the time being. 

      Aurora’s nose twitched toward the cutting board. “Mm. What’s she doing with the apples?”

      “Apple cake. I notice you didn’t offer to help with the yard work.”

      “Ha. No, I did not. I took a nice nap, though.” She yawned and pushed her hands through her hair. She slept less overall now that she was a werewolf, but an afternoon nap had become part of her lifestyle.

      Aurora still slept in the room she’d shared with Teddy, her ex-boyfriend who’d lived with us here for two years before all the events of Samhain. 

      He’d moved back to New Mexico. Aurora and I didn’t talk about it much. Morgan still talked to him most evenings. I didn’t think Aurora was aware.

      Pete the strange snake was Aurora’s roommate now. He was mostly nocturnal, so that worked out.

      “Hey.” I snapped my fingers. “I have something to show you.”

      “Show and tell! My favorite.”

      I laughed. “Oh, come on, not that.” I’d already forgotten Aurora’s euphemisms had driven Morgan from the room. I slid the phone across the counter to her.

      She bent over my phone, then slowly lifted it, brow furrowing. “Where is this?”

      “Out back. In Aiden’s yard, under the bird bath.”

      Aurora turned the phone. “Another rune?”

      So, she did remember. It seemed the vision from last fall was pretty top of mind. “That’s what I thought too. Do you remember what the last ones were? Did you jot them down or anything?”

      “I remember.” She left the room for a second and grabbed a sheet of paper from the printer in the desk nook. With a steady hand, she drew two symbols on the right edge of the sheet, and two more on the left.

      “You’re sure?” 

      This was months ago. How could she be sure?

      “Are you all done with the sex talk?” Morgan asked, heading back to her cutting board.

      “There was no sex talk, unfortunately.” Aurora didn’t even look up. She drew the symbol from the stone in the picture in the middle of the page, between the others. “Weird.”

      “Yeah. You guys are weird.” Morgan put on the wireless headphones she’d brought and, with a firm stare at both of us, returned to her peeling.

      “Can’t wait for that apple cake,” her aunt said to her back. Then she looked at the paper again, tapping it with her pen.

      “What?” I didn’t know what she was thinking and it hit a little close to home. Last time we’d dealt with these symbols, she’d been riding along on a vision without my permission. One of several abuses she’d foisted on me that week, under the influence of a spirit possession.

      The Friend had been driven from her by the rising of her wolf – at least, that’s what we believed. Otherwise, the timing was some coincidence. The only other possibility was that the spirit escaped when Aurora was so close to death the Friend feared to be taken with her.

      I wasn’t sure how much of the magic the Friend had shown her she’d retained. I believed it was more than she wanted me to know about.

      And Aurora had taken enough. She’d paid more than her dues.

      She was a wolf now. There was no taking it back. Zeke Silvers had saved her life with his bite. She got to live with that reality every month. Every day. It had forever changed her life.

      I wasn’t about to pile on with a load of questions that didn’t make a whit of difference now.

      “I looked these up last fall.” Aurora snatched a hunk of apple skin and retreated to the table.

      Grabbing my phone and a bag of crackers to snack on, I joined her.

      “This set was on the horizontal pillar. The one that had fallen over. Remember?”

      I nodded. Panic suffused the memory. “That’s when Pete started to get really freaked out.”

      “Yeah. Poor guy. That was all too much for his reptilian brain.”

      “And these were from the standing pillar?” All five, including the one I’d seen today, were different. “How do you know this is another rune?”

      “Not just any rune. They’re all from the Elder Futhark, which has twenty-four characters in total. This one is hagalaz.”

      Its first letter should be easy to remember, with the appearance of a funky slanted ‘H’. “Interesting. What’s it doing under Aiden’s bird bath?”

      She scrunched her nose. “I have no idea.” She looked at the page. “We don’t even know where Pete was during that vision.”

      I watched her for a moment, remembering all of her disappearances and secrecy during that period. “You don’t know? You never looked for it?”

      “Oh, I looked. But I didn’t find anything.”

      I had my own suspicions about the specific location of that cavern, with a craggy opening in the ceiling and a larger door below ground, running water, and the jade green pillars with their runes. “Those pillars weren’t even from around here.”

      She shrugged. “How do you know? Remember, folk were pretty crafty with their hands back in the day. Maybe the coven had a stone worker.”

      “You think the pillars are the work of the coven? In the early days?”

      “Who else was poking around these woods and using magical symbols from Europe, in those days?”

      “How do we know the cavern and the pillars are from those first years?” I countered. “Couldn’t they have come later?”

      “What’s more likely? With the coven established, a bunch of Vikings came through and built an underground room or temple or something? Or that the coven, the early coven, constructed it?”

      I picked up the paper. “These aren’t Celtic. What would the coven build that needed them? And if they were in use, why don’t any of us use runes?”

      “That’s not actually the strangest part of the whole rune thing, to me.” Aurora pushed the page away and leaned back in her chair. “The thing is, there is an old runic-type system from our traditions. The druids had their ogham. But these are clearly from a Norse tradition. The knowledge that Odin All-Father hung for nine days from the world tree Yggdrasil to gather.” 

      “That doesn’t mean a whole lot to me. But I wonder if there are more runes scattered around Thornvale.” And what they meant.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “More bubbles?” Aiden’s deep voice rumbled against my back. His legs were wrapped around me, and I was reclining like a Greek goddess against his chest. 

      “Nah. We are at a perfect bubble level.” I rubbed my foot along his shin, thinking about all the goodness pressed up against my backside. This bath was everything I’d wanted…and I was already looking forward to what came next.

      “Are you staying the night?” he murmured into my hair, which was loosely tied up so it stayed dry. 

      I tilted my head so he could kiss my neck, and he read my body language loud and clear, giving the exposed stretch of skin the proper attention. “I didn’t say anything to Morgan. She was going to watch a movie. So, I think I’ll go home eventually. Sleep in my own bed. After…”

      “Definitely after,” he rumbled. He gave my neck a little nip and I moaned. “After a lot.” One hand traveled down my side and over my thigh, dipping between my legs.

      I gasped and leaned my head back. Heck, if he wanted to pleasure me, I was on board. I drew my nails lightly down his arm, opening my legs further and causing a little wave that lapped at my tits, leaving bubble trails.

      His other hand closed over my breast, his breath tickled my neck. I reached a hand back between us and gripped him hard. His fingers were suddenly inside me, rocking, rubbing, making me ache with need.

      “Oh…yeah…”

      “You like that?” His voice in my ear lit a spark that shot through my nerves, clenching in my belly. “Show me what you like.”

      I took up a better angle, directing his hand eagerly. 

      His laugh was low, husky. He tugged on my ear with his teeth, making me moan and wriggle against his hand. “Like this?” 

      “Yeah.” My voice cracked. “Right there, baby.” He was…he was bringing me to the edge right here. “Oh, my god!”

      “You do like that.” He nipped my neck.

      A flash of pleasure made me tremble, utterly focused on what he was doing with his hand.

      “I want to feel you come. Are you going to come for me?”

      “Mm. Mm-hm,” I moaned. “Gods. Don’t stop. Don’t…stop…oh, fuck!”

      He pinched my nipple, rolling it as I came, making me gasp again, my pussy clenching on his fingers. He withdrew them and cupped me tightly, simultaneously pressing me back and shoving me upward so he could slip his cock between my legs. I felt him at my entry and sank onto him, taking him into me with another knee-shaking dart of pleasure. 

      “Damn…” Aiden threaded his hand into my hair, tugging my head to one side so he could kiss behind my ear. His hands under my ass, he kneaded as he lifted me.

      I slid along his chest with every thrust, slippery with bubbles. “I love this bathtub.”

      He chuckled. “Fuck, yeah. Me too.”

      A little water splashed out of the tub as Aiden lifted his knees under me. I moved forward onto my knees, straddling him, and sank onto him again, inch by blissful inch. His fingers dug into my hips, trying to steady me as we slipped and danced in the candlelit bathroom.

      A tide of sensation rose in me again and I slowed our motion, taking him slowly, savoring every whisper, every greedy pause. 

      I slid my hand down my belly and over my clit, to where we connected, rubbing him and me. Aiden had gone very quiet – I felt that moment just before he came, and with a desperate cry I realized I was launching over that edge too, our breathing and the splash of water the only sounds as we crashed together into oblivion.

      “Are you sure you’re not staying the night?” He whispered into my hair a couple minutes later.

      I splashed a little water onto my breasts – my nipples were standing straight up with the cold and Aiden plucked at one absentmindedly. 

      “You make a tempting argument, my love.”

      He nuzzled my neck. “But Jill has responsibilities. I hear you. I won’t add pressure. You get enough of that.”

      “Thank you, my sweet, sweet man.” I picked up his hand and laced our fingers together. “There are reasons you’re my favorite person to take a bath with.”

      “Reasons, huh?” He chuckled again, chest vibrating behind me.

      I snuggled closer. I wished we could go get into bed, but if we did, it would be so hard to get up and go next door. 

      No, once bathtime was over, I would go. And we both knew it. 

      But we could linger for a few more minutes. Pretend we had nothing but time.
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      “Wake up, sleepyhead.” 

      Someone tugged at my blankets. I attempted to roll over but something was lodged against my side.

      “Jill. Up and at ‘em. We have things to do,” Esme said.

      “Huh?” I opened bleary eyes. Then I sat straight up. “Wedding stuff?”

      “Oh, crap, no…at least I don’t think so. Sorry for the shock. Little sis has a plan.”

      Aurora clapped. “We’re going on a rune hunt. If we put our heads together, we should be able to find the grotto where little Pete hung out. When he was not so little.”

      “Yeah, an underground room that could handle a beast of that magnitude has to be easy to find in our acres and acres of wildwood.” Esme didn’t sound convinced.

      I wasn’t convinced I wanted to keep my eyes open. What day was it? 

      “Oof. Saturday.” I grabbed a pillow and wrapped myself into a ball around it. “I could sleep, guys,” I said mournfully.

      “Sleep later. All three of us are free now. That rarely happens.” Esme headed for the door.

      “I’m not free. I’m sleeping,” I grumbled. But even I had to admit that now they’d triggered my ‘what day is it’ mode, I wasn’t returning to sleep. Too many thoughts had already started to crowd in. “Is Morgan up?”

      Aurora nodded. “She is. Sounds like she does have a wedding related plan today. She’s helping Nora and Julia finalize the menu for the big day.”

      “That sounds fun!”

      “Sure.” Esme shrugged, then disappeared from my doorway.

      “Now, what are we up to?” I asked Aurora.

      “Looking for the room with the pillars.”

      “I got that part. Why?”

      “Because of the rune out back,” she held up a hand and started counting on her fingers, “the pillars with more runes, and the fact there’s a big ritual space somewhere in the wildwood that no one seems to know about. Don’t you find that peculiar?”

      “It’s peculiar, alright. Now…why me?” 

      “Oh, come on.” She gave me a little shake. “How often do the three of us goof off in the woods together? Just humor me, if that’s what it’s going to take.”

      “That is what it’s going to take. Because I don’t think we’re going to find anything.” But I shrugged out of my blankets and crossed the room to my dresser anyway. “If that room existed, someone would know about it.”

      “You can’t deny it. We’re working off of your vision.”

      “My half-remembered vision from months ago.” 

      “I saw it too. It exists. And we’re going to find it.”
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t find anything. But I did enjoy a two-hour walk in the wildwood with my sisters. Even Esme seemed to have a decent time. I wasn’t sure what had changed with our middle sister, but ever since she’d returned just in time to witness Aurora almost dying and shifting into a werewolf, she seemed to have mellowed. Like she’d actually admitted to herself that she liked us. 

      Maybe it was the fact neither Aurora nor I had complained when she moved back into the largest bedroom, the suite that used to be our mother’s and then was the center of our family’s magical practice for almost a decade after.

      Now it was Esme’s. And Iggy’s. 

      Once Esme planted herself at Ravencrest, she’d wooed Ignatius, her dragonet familiar, back to her side. I missed nightly snuggles with the little guy, but every time he jumped up to follow Esme to bed, I knew everything was right with his world. And that was a-okay with me.

      I only stayed in my attic room about half the time anymore, and that much because I didn’t want to miss any moments I could catch with my kid.

      Morgan was growing up fast. If I looked away for a second, she’d choose a college and a career and move out of town. So, I wasn’t looking away.

      “Do you ever wonder what Pete remembers?” Esme asked. We were walking back toward the neighborhood. We’d just hopped over the fallen log where Aiden and I found the disgorged pile of deer remains Pete had left when he was running amok. I’d realized Esme had never heard that fun story, so of course I had to share. 

      “I think he remembers it all,” Aurora said. 

      I shrugged. “Hard to verify. After we shrunk the little dude, I tried for another vision with Grandma’s crystal ball, but no luck.” I glanced at Aurora. In my midnight ponderings, I’d wondered whether the visions had ever really been mine at all. 

      I’d never experienced anything like them. Not before and not after. And while I didn’t want to think it, Aurora had been pretty obsessed with my visions while she had the Friend on board. That day, after Pete had wounded her and we’d used the snake’s old skin to force him to a manageable pet size rather than the monstrous creature he was growing into, that’s when she lost her connection with the Friend.

      ‘Lost’ was Aurora’s word. As far as I was concerned, with the havoc they were wreaking, that spirit could get lost.

      But whether the visions had been part of Aurora’s manipulation of me and our household in that period or not, the crystal ball had never shown me such things again.

      “If we could read his mind, I bet Pete is still dreaming of the bright thing. The object…at least I think it’s an object…that he was seeking.”

      “I’d put my money on that too.” Aurora had a far-off look. Was she covering the same mental territory I’d just been working through? 

      Last fall had been rough. Aurora had done her share of harm, but in the end, she had paid the price. And the price sucked. A new life as a werewolf, and she’d lost pretty much everything she’d built. Her relationship and her business, built with her former partner.

      After everything, there was no sustaining Past Lives Vintage on her own. Aurora had sold the business to Mina and Billy Evans a couple months ago. Mina was flying on cloud nine over the deal these days. I knew it was hard for Aurora to see them making a success of the shop when she couldn’t manage it. She’d never meant to run it on her own. She didn’t know what she wanted to do on her own. At the moment, her primary job was figuring that out.

      “Next time, we should bring the snake,” Esme said.

      I took in her profile. “Really? And how in the world would we bring a snake into the wildwood and follow his lead? We can’t exactly put a leash on him.”

      Esme chortled.

      “What?” Aurora’s expression was worried. 

      “Nothing. Just a thought.” Not to mention the maniacal gleam that had leapt to her eyes at the challenge. “I’ll tell you when I think it’ll work.”

      Oh, no. She was going to magically leash Pete so we could walk him in the woods? Why?

      My life was getting out of control.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, tell me about this symbol you found out back.” Elle Robbins poured tea for us three Wilderose sisters as well as Millie, her cousin, and filled her own cup last. “It didn’t look like much to me, but that could be because it’s old and worn.”

      Millie grinned at her.

      “Don’t you dare say I’m old and worn.” Elle winked, then whirled into the kitchen to replace the kettle without missing a beat of the conversation. 

      “Neither of you are old and worn,” I said. 

      “But I notice you directed that comment at this side of the table.”

      Aurora leaned toward me. “I don’t think there’s any winning this linguistic battle.”

      “Quit while I’m ahead?” I whispered back.

      “Good luck getting ahead,” Millie said at full volume.

      “Her ears are still good,” I whispered to my sister. On my other side, Esme sipped her tea loudly, trying either to cool it or to cool our banter. She had a severe lack of appreciation for banter. It was really a problem.

      “The rune under Aiden’s bird bath is called hagalaz,” Aurora said, returning to Elle’s question. “Its meaning tends to revolve around the uncontrollable forces of nature. Destruction, but not for destruction sake – more to clear the path for growth.”

      “But what’s it doing under the bird bath?”

      “The bird bath is much newer than the symbol. It looks like it’s been there since the houses were built. Or close, at least.”

      “Huh.” Elle leaned forward in her chair. “Do you know that Aiden’s house – the Pauer cottage – is older than this place or Ravencrest? It was one of the first built and housed more bodies than I’d recommend over the first winter the coven was here. You might say we owe our entire history to that little cottage.”

      “Oh, wow. No, I didn’t know that.”

      “After the long overland journey, there just wasn’t enough time to build for everyone. Gosh, can you all imagine what it must have been like for them?”

      “No,” Esme said. “I can try to envision it, but I’ve lived too comfortable a life to understand the choices they must have had to make.”

      “Spoken like one who’s seen rough living.”

      “I’ve traveled.” Esme nodded. “I’ve seen folk with so much less than us – you know, physical stuff – but a strong sense of their place and power in the world. An ability to keep going, even under extreme challenges. In our modern world, affluence removes something of our edge.”

      Spoken like a woman seeking dragons. 

      Elle gave a nod of appreciation. She was more worldly than most of the coven, having lived outside for most of her adult life. She’d married into a non-magical, quite wealthy family, had children and grandchildren, some of whom now knew exactly what sort of stock they’d come from. I imagined that had been difficult after pretending for so long. She’d just returned for good a few months ago, moving in with her cousin. And thank goodness, because Millie hadn’t wanted to live alone anymore. 

      Despite the fact she’d been gone ages, visiting only occasionally over decades, once she returned the coven sucked her right into the middle of our shenanigans. You could take the witch out of Thornvale, but you couldn’t rid yourself of Thornvale if it was in your blood. If you came back, you were ours again.

      “The thing is,” Aurora cast me a quick look, knowing I didn’t want her to bring this up, “that’s not the only rune we’ve seen around Thornvale.”

      “Well, it’s the first we’ve seen in person,” I filled in.

      “What the heck does that mean?” Millie asked.

      I sighed. “Remember the visions, back at Samhain? When I saw the serpent?”

      “There’s no possible way I could forget.” Millie patted Aurora’s hand and my sister blinked. “Things got right hairy at Samhain. Terrible stuff.”

      “Yeah, but in the middle of the terrible stuff, we had a vision⁠—”

      “We had a vision?” Elle glanced between Aurora and me. 

      Aurora’s eyes widened and I could feel her searching for an explanation she was willing to give.

      “I saw an underground room.” We didn’t need to get into the part where Aurora tagged along on my vision without permission. She was possessed at the time, by a spirit who called themselves the Friend, and all was mostly forgiven. “I was the snake. And there were a couple of pillars with runes on them.”

      “You were the snake? Ew. That would be too strange.” Millie shook her head.

      I didn’t look at Aurora. Neither of us needed to relive it or explain…we’d been over the entire story with Esme, and while our sister deserved to know all the ‘hairy’ deets, it could end with the Wilderose household. 

      For her part, Esme had barely narrowed her eyes when I lied. I wasn’t sure what bothered me more, that she was so good at deception, or that she wasn’t surprised I’d lie to our elders to protect Aurora from just how dark things had gotten at Samhain.

      Aurora had to live with enough repercussions from those mistakes already.

      “Well, truth be told, there could be a logical reason for the runes.” Elle lifted her mug and took a sip, then looked at us over the rim. “You can find it in our history…”
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